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Damocles' sword but it served to remind me of what I love doing:
A Supported Journey to Advance HE Fellowship at Dublin City University
Lisa Donaldson
Dublin City University
lisa.donaldson@dcu.ie

Abstract

‘Sword of Damocles’ and a ‘marathon’, just some of the descriptions used by Advance HE
Fellowship applicants on the first Supported journey to Fellowship at Dublin City University.
In spite of such descriptions, this paper explores the successful journey to Fellowship for 21
DCU applicants. It examines their motivations and the impacts of the journey, as well as
comprehensively outlining the supportive building blocks designed to enable all applicants
achieve Fellowship recognition. These building blocks include the creation of a knowledge
base, Triad support and Work in Progress sessions. The study indicates that Fellows who
were supported in this journey found it a positive experience despite the challenging nature of
the process. Importantly, the respondents attest to the importance of community and
collegiality as integral to the journey and the significance of the Fellowship supports to
achieving Fellowship recognition. This study was completed to provide insight to the first
institution-wide supported journey to Fellowship in Ireland. Findings will be useful to
signpost supports to those in other institutions considering adopting Advance HE Fellowship
as an approach to CPD for staff to engage with and improve their teaching.

Keywords: Advance HE; fellowship; peer support; teaching recognition; CPD; community
of practice
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Introduction
Ireland’s National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (Hunt, 2011) included direct
references to teaching competence in a much changed Irish higher education landscape.
Mindful of the growing and more diverse student body, the report underlines the importance
of providing a quality-driven and engaging learning experience that allows all learners to
thrive. The report issued a strongly worded call that “All higher education institutions must
ensure that all teaching staff are both qualified and competent in teaching and learning, and
should support ongoing development and improvement of their skills” (Hunt, 2011 p.59),
although the mechanics of this were not specified.

Most universities across Finland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States
have implemented some model of academic or professional development (PD) for new
academics (Renties & Kinchin 2014). McAvinia et al. (2015) identified the growth of such
professional development programmes for academics over recent years and the inherent
challenges in designing and delivering appropriate continuous professional development
(CPD). Arguably the term professional development for academics can be seen as
synonymous with academic development; however, as Leibowitz (2014) asks: what is in a
name? Where there is consensus is that the term ‘academic development’ is hard to pin down
and may be anywhere along the continuum from accredited programmes and research to
informal staff observations and conversations (Sutherland, 2018). Equally, defining, let alone
measuring, quality in teaching is a challenge seen across the sector (Gunn, 2018). The
complexity involved in establishing criteria for teaching quality has given rise to numerous
professional development frameworks (Ashgar & Pilkington, 2017).
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The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education
(hereafter National Forum), established in 2013, is the national body responsible for leading
and advising on the enhancement of teaching and learning in Irish higher education. They
published Ireland’s first framework to support professional development in 2016, inclusive of
a wide typology of professional development activities. Having identified the professional
development of all those who teach as a strategic priority to 2021, the framework by the
National Forum seeks to provide an opportunity for staff to reflect on practice, enhance
pedagogies, and drive improvement and quality in teaching and learning. The broad
definition of academic development used as a basis in this article is “the creation of
conditions supportive of teaching and learning” (Leibowitz, 2014, p. 359) and as such it
encompasses a range of CPD interventions as identified in the Professional Development
Framework (National Forum, 2016).

It should be noted that while the Framework is widely accepted across Ireland there is still no
national mechanism to recognise achievement against it. In the absence of an ability to
benchmark teaching practices against the National Forum’s Professional Development
Framework, some universities are utilising other frameworks to support academic
development and recognise teaching excellence, including the United Kingdom Professional
Standards Framework (UKPSF) upon which Advance HE Fellowships are awarded.

The aims of the Irish Professional Development Framework can be seen to be broadly
comparable to the UKPSF espousing similar values and utilising reflective and evidencebased approaches. The UKPSF is a globally-recognised framework for benchmarking success
within HE teaching and learning support and aims to enhance the quality of teaching and
learning activities and inform professional development programmes for staff (Advance HE,
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2020). It is developed, managed and overseen by the UK Higher Education Academy (HEA),
a national body that is now part of Advance HE (Advance HE, 2018). Advance HE awards
Fellowship across four categories – Associate Fellow, Fellow, Senior Fellow and Principal
Fellow – based on standards outlined in the UKPSF. Fellowship demonstrates a commitment
to professionalism in teaching and learning in higher education, and there are now over
150,000 Fellows globally.

There is contention as to the efficacy of a framework, such as the UKPSF, to directly impact
the quality of teaching, although Spowart et al. (2019) suggest this may partly be a factor of
the inherent difficulty in assessing the impact of CPD. In a recent study by van der Sluis
(2021), he notes that no participants surveyed across two UK higher education institutes who
had achieved Senior Fellow status (SFHEA) referenced enhancing aspects of their teaching,
learning, and assessment practices as a result of achieving SFHEA status. Furthermore, he
argues that there are no significant positive or negative associations between the increasing
number of HEA Fellowships in the UK and the National Student Survey scores indicating
teaching quality. This is echoed by Warnes (2021) regarding fellowships of all types (UK
Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA), Advance HE and others) who states
“awards themselves have little or no impact on Fellows’ learning and teaching practice”,
ostensibly due to their retrospective nature.

This view is challenged by Cathcart et al. (2021 p.11) as they assert that the interpretation of
fellowship as a “formulaic exercise…is misplaced” and that Fellowship has resulted in a
better understanding of practice, reflection and new teaching methods. Moreover, they argue
that the reflective nature of the Fellowship process can be a subtle and nuanced driver for
enhanced teaching practices when considered as more than a simple metric.
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Evidence is sparse however as to how best structure approaches to evidence the requirements
of CPD frameworks. Bostock (2018, p.14) references a “supportive, collegial network” of
SEDA Fellows to develop staff for Fellowship and beyond. Shotts (2021) discusses
mentoring practices and peer collaboration for Advance HE Fellowship but does not delve
into the mechanics of these. This article will contribute to this literature as it explores a form
of academic development based on the UKPSF, that of a Supported Journey Advance HE
Fellowship designed and implemented by Dublin City University in January 2021. The
motivation of staff to pursue Fellowship as a form of CPD will be explored, as well as going
‘behind the curtain’ on the structured supports designed for the journey. In addition, the
importance of peer dialogue and community support in the process of evidencing excellence
in teaching will be highlighted.

Methodology and Methods
Yin (2003) states that case studies are the preferred methodology for research where ‘how
and why’ questions are being posed. This qualitative research takes the form of a case study
and provides a narrative and descriptive approach to answering three two research questions:
● Why were staff motivated to seek Fellowship?
● How did the Supported Journey design, specifically the structure, resources and peer
support impact the Fellowship application process?

This study received ethical approval from the DCU Research Ethics Committee to survey
participants on the first Supported Journey to Fellowship. All members who completed this
first Supported Journey (n=42) were invited to participate. The survey was created as a
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Google Form and emailed to all participants. It utilised questions on a five-point Likert scale
and open text responses. Ultimately 21 participants responded to the survey, representing a
50% response rate. Survey responses were thematically analysed, identifying and interpreting
patterns in meaning across the data (Braun & Clarke 2006). The survey is included as an
Appendix to this article.

The DCU Supported Journey to Fellowship
The development of talent is a central ambition of DCU's Strategic Plan (2017-2022). The
vision, as set out in the teaching and learning constituent strategy, is for DCU to be a leader
in digital learning, teaching and innovation by providing a learning experience characterised
by innovative design in curriculum and delivery as well through experiential pedagogies. The
plan identifies improvement of the quality of the teaching and the learning experience of our
students as a core goal of the DCU strategy. This can only be achieved by highly skilled and
committed lecturing and support team. The plan seeks to ensure this though developing a
framework that recognises and values continuous professional development of all staff that
support the student learning experience.

One approach adopted by DCU to recognise teaching excellence was Advance HE
Fellowship based on the UKPSF framework. Fellowship provides individuals with
recognition of their practice, impact, and leadership of teaching and learning across four
categories, from Associate to Principal Fellow and is therefore applicable to all staff. DCU
became a member of Advance HE and formally launched a pilot of the Fellowship Scheme in
2019-2020. In addition to internal awards for teaching excellence, this framework provided
an external benchmarking and recognition of the teaching expertise of DCU staff.
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For the initial pilot of the Fellowship scheme, members of the Teaching Enhancement Unit
(TEU), Assistant Deans for Teaching & Learning, and a small number of other interested
faculty were invited and supported to complete Fellowship applications. Support was
provided through Advance HE and a writing workshop offered was very effective in
highlighting key aspects of the application and in supporting the application process. 12
applicants achieved Senior Fellow status. In addition, six participants in a Postgraduate Tutor
module offered by the TEU were invited and supported through the submittal process to
Associate Fellow status.

One Senior Fellow (SFHEA) from the TEU in this original pilot group became the champion
for Fellowship across DCU and embarked on a process to design a Supported Journey to
Fellowship. The small size of this centralised teaching and learning unit influenced the design
of the Supported Journey and necessitated a degree of creativity to ensure that staff were
empowered and supported on the path to Fellowship despite limited resources. The goal with
the journey design was to enable staff to harness the rich rewards of the reflective process in
validating their teaching and learning contribution at DCU whilst facilitating the accreditation
process through peer support and feedback. It should also be noted that this Supported
Journey took place in a Covid-19 context whilst all in education were struggling with a
challenging workload and adopting new skills and pedagogies for the online environment.
Whilst a difficult time, this was also an opportune moment for staff to reflect on their not
inconsiderable increase in skills and innovation in teaching remotely as implemented during
the pandemic.
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The Supported Journey was designed as a six-month programme enabling staff seeking
Fellowship, across all levels, sufficient time and access to supports in order to complete and
submit their applications. The foundations of this journey included the development and
availability of Fellowship knowledge base, team or Triad formation to facilitate peer support,
and Work-in-Progress workshops. After engaging with these supports, applicants were
invited to submit a draft submission for internal review by Senior Fellows on the TEU team
and participants were offered feedback before formal submittal to Advance HE. The
emphasis was consistently on the sharing of knowledge and building a support network to
provide peer review and guidance throughout the journey. The building blocks of the
Supported Journey are further outlined below: Creation of a knowledge base, Triad Support
and Work in Progress sessions.

Creation of a knowledge base
The development of a knowledge base of resources to support Fellowship application
involved extensive search and discovery. Google and Twitter searches as well as requests to
DCU Fellows unearthed many valuable resources including sample applications, blog posts,
podcasts, to supplement existing documentation from Advance HE. A range of other
materials including infographics were specifically designed for this space. These items were
collated in a webpage within the DCU Mahara e-portfolio platform (internally known as
Reflect). This allowed information in multiple formats to be showcased and shared with
aspiring Fellows.
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Figure 1 Bespoke infographic and e-portfolio resources page

Triad Support
Cognisant of the limited resources available within the TEU as well as the importance of
collegial discussion and feedback to support Fellowship applications, the programme drew on
an approach used in some National Forum programmes and instigated a Triad support
system. A peer Triad is a small group, usually of three participants, who are encouraged to
work together to share and discuss their approach to professional development (National
Forum, 2020). This building block to the Supported Journey seeks to build community by
creating a safe space to share ideas and provide support in completing learning activities.
This aligns with Cathcart et al. (2021) who assert that “connection with the community, peer
engagement, and support are central to maximising the gains from the fellowship experience”
and Ashgar and Pilkington’s (2017) argument that professional dialogue can create valuable
space to discuss applicants’ experiences of their teaching practice. A Triad Terms of
Reference and Triad Contract were designed to be shared with participants, drawing on
principles from the National Forum (National Forum, 2020). This Triad structure was further
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enhanced by designing in regular external checks on progress by the TEU to ensure the Triad
approach was providing sufficient support to members.

Work-in-Progress Sessions
The final building block of the Supported journey was the development of an introductory
workshop and Work-in-Progress sessions. These were designed and scheduled at regular
points through the six-month journey to share information, to promote whole group
discussion and to act as a motivating force to progress Fellowship application. Existing DCU
Fellows were invited as guest speakers to give short presentations on their experiences and
recommendations across various aspects of the application process and were applicable to all
Fellowship categories. The remainder (and majority) of the Work in Progress (WIP) sessions
gave voice to Triad collaboration, feedback, comments and questions.

The First Supported Journey
An invitation to join the Supported Journey to Fellowship was sent by Assistant Deans for
Teaching and Learning in each faculty and also to those who had previously indicated an
interest in seeking Fellowship. All interested staff were invited to an introductory workshop
in January 2021 to introduce the UKPSF, Fellowship categories and the structure of the
Supported Journey. Following the workshop, which had 53 staff in attendance, participants
were asked to confirm their interest in commencing the Fellowship process. An upper limit of
50 applicants was imposed and in actuality 45 faculty and staff members confirmed their
intention to participate. The inaugural Supported Journey took place over the six-month
period of January to June 2021. Triads were duly created based on Fellowship category, with
consideration given to gender balance and a spread across disciplines. This resulted in 15
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Triad groups. Due to the numbers involved in each category, there were a number of Diads
and Quartets, as well as Triads.

The members of the inaugural cohort received a personalised email introducing them to their
support Triad, the Triad Terms of Reference and Agreement. This communication also
included links to the private e-portfolio hub containing the Advance HE knowledge base and
suggestions for next steps for the group. This resulted in a final tally of three Principal
Fellows (PFHEA), 13 Senior Fellows (SFHEA), 16 Fellows (FHEA), and 12 Associate
Fellows (AFHEA) commencing the Supported Journey.

Following individual Triad check-ins by the Fellowship champion, the first WIP session was
scheduled within three weeks to allow enough time for the Triads to meet, review and discuss
the resources, and consider their approach to the application process. As only limited direct
support could be given to each Triad by the TEU, it was critical that all Triads could come
together in the WIP session to amplify that support to the whole. The guest Fellows invited
to the first WIP session spoke on the topics of 1) supporting AFHEA applicants and 2) the
SFHEA experience, however a considerable amount of scheduled time for the WIP was
dedicated to each Triad to share their current status, recommendations, and concerns.

The WIP sessions received very positive unsolicited feedback from attendees. Importantly,
there was a general consensus as to the benefits of support; the motivation that a Triad
approach provided and positive feedback on the resources that had been collated to support
applicants. Following the WIP session, applicants were given agency to select the structure of
the next WIP session. Results indicated an overall preference for collaborative time for each
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individual Triad. The second WIP session featured two DCU Fellows speaking on the topics
of 1) the benefits of Fellowship and 2) the value of feedback and the challenges of having an
application referred and time was accorded for each Triad to work independently.

Regular check-ins with each Triad were key to maintaining momentum and to ensure that the
Triad support approach was working as planned. At the second check-in two weeks after the
first WIP session, the Triad as a support tool could be seen to be a robust strategy and writing
progress was being made. The combination of the Triad and WIP supports to connect,
converse about, and question the Fellowship journey overall proved very effective.

Specific external supports including a writing workshop and review were organised through
Advance HE for applicants for Principal Fellowship as there were no internal PFHEAs to
guide this cohort. This group were also invited to attend the general WIP sessions.
Throughout this period, additional resource materials were developed, sourced, and posted to
the group e-portfolio page. A number of bespoke infographics were designed which were
then added to the resource base.

Following completion of the WIP sessions, Fellowship candidates were invited to send a draft
of their applications for internal review. These reviews were undertaken by DCU Senior
Fellows within the TEU, primarily by the Fellowship Champion, over a period of four weeks.
Feedback on the applications was structured around the UKPSF and the level of Fellowship
applied for. The timeline for the Supported Journey provided for feedback one month in
advance of a suggested submittal date to ensure sufficient time for any rewrites required.
Reviews, while challenging and time consuming, are illuminating for the reviewer, revealing
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colleagues’ excellent teaching practices which may have been heretofore hidden. From the
perspective of the applicant, the review and feedback process can be seen to be very useful
and hugely appreciated as evident in this unsolicited feedback: “I am in awe at the attention,
detail and feedback you have given this. Thank you so much. You have no idea what this
means to me.”

At the time of writing, 40 applicants of the first Supported Journey to Fellowship have now
received recognition as Fellows by Advance HE. This represents a 100% success rate for all
applicants that submitted. A small number withdrew from the cohort for various reasons over
the course of the journey and one is still in progress.

Figure 2 Supported Journey Timeline
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Findings and Discussion
The evaluation of the Supported Journey resulted in 21 responses. The respondents were
spread across all five DCU faculties and the Open Education Unit. Of the faculties, the
largest number of respondents (33%) were from the Business School. Furthermore, 52% of
the responses were from Senior Fellow (SFHEA) applicants, 28% from Fellow (FHEA)
applicants, and the remainder evenly split between Associate Fellow (AFHEA) and Principal
Fellow (PFHEA) applicants.

Respondents were asked about their motivation in embarking on the road to Fellowship and a
number of core themes emerged; those of gaining recognition of teaching expertise, the
opportunity to reflect on teaching practices, and as an enabler for advancement and
promotion. The majority of respondents (58%) indicated multiple motivational drivers
however external benchmarking and recognition of teaching expertise was the most important
motivator for Fellowship applicants: “An opportunity to have my teaching portfolio reviewed,
critiqued and acknowledged in a professional and public manner”, “Recognition!”,
“Acknowledgement of my professional practice in teaching from an external body”. This
correlates with Cathcart et al. (2021) and Botham’s (2017) findings which indicated the
benchmarking of academic development and recognition of teaching was a significant driver
for applying for Fellowship.

Overall, 100% of respondents considered the Supported Journey to Fellowship a positive or
very positive experience and the supports embedded in the process were highlighted as a key
factor in this response: “TEU support, collegial support”; “The amount of support we
received from the start to the finish, there is no way I would have managed it without the
supports in place”. The building blocks of a knowledge base, Triad support, and Work in
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Progress sessions and internal review can be seen to have overcome what can be considered a
daunting process of the Fellowship application and transitioning to become a positive
experience overall. The challenge inherent in the application process and the significance of
the supports that were put in place throughout the Journey to share resources, connect with
peers, and provide feedback are illustrated by the following quotes:
The process of writing the submission was long and difficult but very rewarding.
The support from XXX and TEU was fabulous. Very clear and informative and great
community spirit.
The completion of the Fellowship would not have been possible without the support of
the Triad, which gave help and hope when I felt I was the only one not progressing our
agreed plans.
This is a challenging journey and difficult to stay with at times … The supports are
amazing, using a variety of approaches including the zooms, the eportfolio
information and the Triads.
The feedback I received from the team on my draft was invaluable and sent back in
such a positive and respectful manner. When I saw the effort that went into my
feedback it motivated me to take the document up again and make the required
changes.

The challenges inherent in supporting CPD for staff in higher education are manifold,
particularly whilst taking place during a pandemic. Time has always been a significant
barrier to taking part in CPD (Donaldson, 2014) and there has not been a more frenetic time
period for all educators than the first Supported Journey to Fellowship in 2021:
I and other academic staff continually find ourselves overstretched and overwhelmed.
This means that taking the time to do something valuable like seeking fellowship
always comes on top of everything else and realistically can only be achieved at the
expense of some other piece of work or one's personal wellbeing/work-life balance.

Regular and supportive messaging and support was woven throughout the formal resources
by the Advance HE Champion to Triads and to individuals throughout the six months. This
caring pedagogy with an accessible Lead was critical to maintaining progress and applicant
momentum despite the ‘burn out’ experienced by many (Velez-Cruz & Holstun, 2022).
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I feel that I have benefitted from …the possibility of emailing ‘Advance HE Lead’ at
any point with questions.
I found the support wonderful.
You checked-in to see if I was still interested in pursuing this. You sent information
with no expectation of my presence. The result was- it kept this application on my
radar.

Many institutions across the UK and Australia have adopted a supported approach to
Fellowship. Milne et al (2022) attest to the value of mentoring the process from the
perspective of the mentor as well as mentee. In the UK, there are many examples of
supported programmes but the detail on the specifics of those supports is difficult to
extrapolate; except that mentoring, workshops, and building a community of Fellows feature.
With the detail of these elements opaque, it is challenging to identify if it was the structure of
the DCU Supported Journey, the appointment of a designated champion, or both that were the
cornerstones to the success of the initiative.

Of particular interest in this study was the impact of the supportive nature of the journey
design, specifically peer support. Ashgar and Pilkington (2017) state that professional
dialogue creates ‘time out’ to talk about applicants’ experiences of learning and teaching.
Developing this space and a collegial atmosphere to foster these conversations was a key
focus in the design of the supported journey.

While Cathcart et al. (2021) espouse the importance of connection with the community, peer
engagement, and support to the Fellowship process, there is little other literature that focuses
on the impact of peer support in Fellowship applications. Bossu et al. (2021) report on the
potential of paired writing groups to motivate participants and progress applications but it is a
small scale study. The element of support – both peer and through group workshops –
appears to have been a critical aspect in the DCU Supported Journey. The sense of
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collegiality and community is borne out by 81% of respondents stating that the Supported
Journey benefited them by offering the opportunity to join a community of practice across the
university, and 76% agreed or strongly agreed that their Triads were an effective support
during the application process. Qualitative data articulates the success of the peer supported
process very clearly:
The Diad that I worked with as a Community of Practice worked so well as we
supported each other to keep going with the application. I also felt like I really was a
member of the academic community in DCU and that was exciting.
I really enjoyed talking with my colleagues in our Advance HE trio. We learned a lot
from each other about our work, our practice.
Triads … were invaluable as a way of pushing you to do the work, having Triad
meetings made you push ahead.

These findings contradict van der Sluis (2021) who argues that Fellowship did not provide a
means for identifying with a larger community or a sense of belonging. It may be that design,
facilitation, and support of the Triad structures through the duration of the journey was
particularly impactful in the DCU context, although a sense of connection to a wider global
network of Fellows was not referenced by respondents.

Matthews and Dobbins (2019) also attest to the ability of a fellowship scheme to nurture a
teaching-focused community of practice. Furthermore, they argue that benefits may accrue to
the assessors of fellowship applications by engaging and supporting this CPD. In the case of
this DCU initiative, the author can confirm that being a champion of the Supported Journey
provided many insights into teaching practices across the institution – an unexpected benefit
that forged additional opportunities for collaboration between the TEU and DCU staff.

Advance HE Fellowship application process is a uniquely reflective opportunity to explore
values, beliefs and teaching practices but this is often a solo and challenging endeavour. The
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use of Triads, peer support, review and group workshops has proven, in this case, to be both
motivational and inspirational: “The whole way this was structured was fantastic and I am
delighted to have taken part. I was going to pull out at various points but it was so worth it
in the end.”. Considering the Covid-19 context and additional workload that fell to staff
during this period, the supportive structure of the journey seems to have been crucial to the
success of the initiative: “I have been under an incredible pressure lately because all the
other things I had on my plate and I needed to cover for a colleague of mine … I had even
given up on this for a while, but my group's support helped me to change my mind back.”. All
applicants to date have been successful in their Fellowship applications.

Conclusions and Recommendations
The Supported Journey was a journey in every sense of the word for applicants, reviewers,
and the Advance HE Champion. Despite the turbulent times of a pandemic, a very positive
result was achieved for all participants of this CPD initiative and completing the journey was
seen to have a significant impact and value for applicants. The nature of the application for
Fellowship is to provide space to reflect on teaching and the supportive pillars put in place for
this journey can be seen to have provided an informative, collaborative and caring
infrastructure that allowed applicants to succeed and even enjoy this challenging process as a
shared endeavour.

Those considering embedding Advance HE Fellowships in their institutions as an approach to
continuing professional development should consider the wide range of supports that may be
necessary to assist applicants along what can be a demanding yet rewarding process. Peer
support specifically, or ‘peer pressure’ as referred to by one applicant, can be seen as a
critical enabler of dialogue around Fellowship and as a motivating factor for completion. It
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should be noted however that the development of this framework of supports is a timeconsuming process that requires a champion familiar with the UKPSF and Fellowship
application, as well as well signposted realistic timelines to maintain momentum.

This research encompassed a relatively small scale study sample and, as such, further
investigation with a larger cohort into the impacts of a supported journey to Fellowship could
provide further insights into the sustainability of community built as well as to the extent of
the change in teaching practices into the future. What is clear however, is the value to the
participants of having taken part in this supported journey.
I ran a marathon and thought that was some achievement, this fellowship made that marathon
look like a walk in the park. Would never have completed it without the amazing support and
guidance throughout this journey. Doesn't matter what the outcome is, I know having it
completed will always stand to me.
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